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The menu is an integral component of a restaurant’s core strategy (McCall & Lynn, 
2008). Menus are used to describe dishes to help consumers understand potential 
ingredients, textures, and tastes (Kincaid & Corsun, 2003). Analogous to speeches by 
professional speakers, a menu requires carefully chosen words to make it exciting and 
memorable (Bowen & Morris, 1995). Menu descriptions build a mental image of the food 
prior to consumption, which can influence consumers’ decision-making process 
(Drysdale & Galipue, 2008). Subsequently, the congruency of this mental image with 
customer expectation drives selection behavior (Lockyer, 2006). Given that menus are 
critical tools for marketing a restaurant meal, word selection and patterns must be 
carefully crafted in order to facilitate this communication.  
 
The menu serves several functions for both the restaurateur and the customer (McCall 
& Lynn, 2008). Practitioners and academic researchers alike agree that the menu is an 
important communicative tool, though how menu items should be described is still 
debatable. Mills and Thomas (2008) proposed the Customer Information Expectation of 
Restaurant Menu (CIERM) model, suggesting that menu effectiveness is affected by 
nutrition information, product information and availability of food preparation. Building 
upon the CIERM model, this study aims to examine consumers’ preferences over menu 
word choice based on current industry practice. This study could contribute to enriches 
the literature on menu word item descriptions by first examining current practices and 




Restaurant Menu Performance Research  
 
The menu plays a critical role in a restaurant’s promotional strategy with three 
primary functions: marketing and sales, information and communication, and 
presentation and aesthetics (McCall & Lynn, 2008; Beldona et al., 2014). A well-
designed menu highlights the restaurant’s image, stimulates sales, and influences the 
overall ordering experience for the guest (Mills & Thomas, 2008). The primary purpose 
of a menu is to provide inviting and accurate descriptions of the dishes, while ensuring 
that the descriptions do not overwhelm the customer.  
 
There is a rich stream of research examining the construction of restaurant menus. 
Complex product descriptions increased perceptions of food quality and selection 
likelihood (McCall & Lynn, 2008). Hou et al. (2017) indicated that a menu’s style, 
involving components such as pictures, color, and font style, is a significant influencer of 
customers’ attitudes, perceived service quality, and purchase intentions.  
 
 
Menu Item Description  
 
Menu item descriptions provide information and signal the “marketing claims” of the 
food served. According to Signaling theory (Spence, 1973), consumers subsequently 
interpret the information and infer product/service characteristics and quality (Atkinson 
& Rosenthal, 2014). When diners decide on what to order, menu item descriptions 
function as cues that signal the characteristics of the food. Making effective use of such 
“cues” could help restaurants to build their competitive edges (Bloom & Reve, 1990).  
 
Different types of menu item descriptions should affect consumers’ perceptions of 
value and purchase decision in different ways. Industry practices should be consistent 
with consumers’ perspectives. Therefore, the first step was to explore current restaurant 
practices concerning writing menu descriptions. Accordingly, a preliminary study applied 
text-mining techniques to develop a database of commonly used menu words from 
internet-sourced menus (n=110). What emerged from this empirical analysis were six 
distinct categories: Affective, Sensory, Adjective, Health, Cooking method, and 
Ingredient state. The preliminary results provided a foundation for the follow-up study 
examining consumer’s behavioral responses to menu item descriptions.   
 
According to multi-attribute, decision-making process, consumers first process the 
multiple attributes or characteristics of the product/service followed by subsequent 
purchase decisions; hence, products or services possess a collection of attributes or 
characteristics. Consumers gain utility from the characteristics of the good or service, not 
the good or service itself. Therefore, changing the levels of attributes of goods and 
services will similarly change its utility to customers. Regarding menu word choice 
context, consumers seek to gain information and form expectations of the dish from the 
menu. Therefore, this study’s first research question was to examine the importance and 
preference level of different menu word categories. More importantly, the comparison 
between how consumers perceive menu words and related industry practices could be of 
great empirical value in future menu writing.  
 
Perceived Value and Consumer Choice  
 
The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) model (Ajzen, 1991), a reasoned action 
framework used to understand consumers’ behavior, proposed that attitude towards a 
behavior is developed through the ‘expectancy-value model’. Consumers process 
information from the menu about the characteristics of menu items; such beliefs can 
enhance taste expectations and increase value perception. 
 
Menu dish selection depends on consumers’ perceived value derived from the food 
and service. Zeithaml (1988, p.14), defines it as: “perceived value is the consumer’s 
overall assessment of the utility of a product based on perception of what is received and 
what is given.” A menu description of one dish is composed of multiple components, 
such as ingredient information and nutrient information. The total perceived value is the 
sum of the partial importance score of different menu word categories, which is known as 
partial utility. Defined within the random utility framework (McFadden, 1974), a discrete 
choice model holds the assumption that rational consumers select the option that 
maximizes their utility. Well-chosen menu words could evoke mental images and 
associated feelings, and assist in hedging risks by forming a predetermined expectation of 
the food (Mathe-Soulek, 2016). Ebster and Guist (2005) showed that menus with 
informative and attractive labels that meet consumers’ expectations could increase 
consumer’s perceptions of the purchased food value. Therefore, the second research 





This study applied choice-based conjoint (CBC) analysis to understand and measure 
the degree of influence each menu description category holds over consumers’ choices. 
The choice model is superior to traditional rating or ranking methods in that choice is 
often the behavior of ultimate interest in a decision process, allowing customers to 
consider multiple alternatives in one setting yet only choosing one option (Millar & 
Balogu, 2011). From the choice the subjects make, the utility on each attribute level can 
be decomposed. We used hierarchical bayes estimation to derive individual level utilities. 
This method uses an iterative process, along with the information from the respondent, to 
estimate the utilities for each subject (Wellman and Vidican, 2008).  
 
Selection of Attributes  
 
The measurements used for this conjoint analysis were drawn from the preliminary 
results, which found that six distinct word categories were used as major attributes. In 
addition, the highest ranked words within each category provided the corresponding 
levels. 
 
Design and Sample  
 
A fractional factorial design was used for this study, reducing the number of 
evaluated scenarios while maintaining orthogonality was applied resulting in fifteen 
scenarios. Respondents compared three hypothetical restaurant dishes and choose their 
favorite (Figure 1). To avoid selection bias due to protein preferences, three protein 
choices (beef, chicken, and salmon) were provided. 1500 participants were recruited from 
Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) yielding 1,262 valid responses. Samples completed in 








There were 435 beef responses, 241 (55.4%) of which were male.  There were 502 
valid chicken samples of which 45.5% were male, and 325 salmon responses, 44.6% of 
which were male (Table 1).  The majority of respondents across all proteins were less 
than 50 years of age.  
 













Gender       
Male 241 55% 228 45% 145 45% 
Female 194 45% 274 55% 180 55% 
       
Age Group       
20-30 139 25% 176 29% 75 23% 
30-40 142 26% 150 24% 82 25% 
40-50 142 26% 150 24% 85 26% 
50-60 60 11% 72 12% 46 14% 
Above 60  64 12% 65 11% 39 12% 
 
Table 2 ranks attribute importance by average utility across the six attributes. The 
attribute with the highest utility score is the one most preferred by respondents for each 
protein group. The results were basically consistent across all proteins. Words reflecting 
cooking methods and sensory aspects drove the two highest-ranked attributes. A minor 
difference was that respondents in the beef and chicken groups ranked cooking methods 
over sensory while salmon group showed the opposite ranking. Words reflecting affective 
and health characteristics were ranked in the middle for all three groups, with affective 
attribute words ranked higher relative to health attribute words. Adjective and ingredient 
state words were the two least preferred attributes from the menu dish descriptions.  
 
Table 2. Attribute Ranking by Average Utility  
No.       Beef Utility Chicken Utility Salmon Utility 
1. Cooking method  23.86 Cooking method 23.02 Sensory 22.62 
2. Sensory 21.41 Sensory 22.01 Cooking method 20.54 
3. Affective 19.09 Affective 17.63 Affective 19.85 
4. Health 12.69 Health 13.26 Health 12.85 
5.  Ingredient state 11.79 Adjective 12.23 Adjective 12.15 
6. Adjective 11.16 Ingredient state 11.85 Ingredient state  11.99 
 
Digging further into each attribute, table 3 summarizes the average utility for each 
level under the six attributes. Similar to the interpretation of attribute utility score, the 
level utility score also indicates the consumers’ preference within each word category to 
describe a dish on menu. The higher the utility score, the more preferred the word (level) 
is to the consumers and the more frequently it should appear on the restaurant menu. 
Under sensory attribute, “tender”, “flavorful”, and “crispy” were the most preferred 
words for all three proteins. For the affective group, the preferred words varied across 
proteins. Generally, “fresh” and “homemade” were more preferred than other words. For 
the cooking method attribute, “roasted” and “grilled” were generally more preferred 
while “filet” and “strips” ranked as the two highest words in the ingredient state. For the 
adjective group, “delicious” and “signature”, and “French”were words consumers 
favored in menu item descriptions. Lastly, “light” and “healthy” were top words under 
the health attribute.  
 
Table 3. Each Attribute Level Average Utility for Beef, Chicken, and Salmon 











warm -28.59 -34.81 -26.06 
tender 20.10 3.76 10.70 
hot -17.08 -14.09 -26.32 
tasty 7.44 5.73 5.82 
flavorful 12.46 9.14 20.10 
spicy -2.40 8.77 11.19 
crispy 8.06 21.49 4.56 
Affective 
southern 8.73 4.59 -14.00 
fresh 9.26 10.66 19.29 
homemade 13.81 14.65 -7.56 
country -6.92 -7.16 -24.10 
local -2.70 -4.37 8.54 
California -12.80 -12.61 4.01 
organic -9.40 -5.756 13.82 
Cooking method 
(Culinary) 
seasoned 16.57 -3.43 4.00 
sautéed -1.52 -26.33 -14.79 
smoked 7.36 -15.77 -1.82 
roasted 21.52 14.91 6.94 
fried -34.54 12.31 -30.37 
grilled 35.61 33.15 37.30 
baked -44.99 -14.84 -1.26 
filet on top of 7.79 3.95 16.74 
Ingredient state 
(Culinary) 
strips on top of 2.19 5.70 5.46 
patty on top of -23.69 -21.51 -18.95 
tenderloin on top of 13.71 11.86 -3.25 
Adjective 
jumbo -2.24 -12.57 -5.55 
delicious 2.27 3.59 4.38 
French 4.97 5.63 -2.66 
perfect -9.63 0.07 -8.20 
signature 6.56 2.90 6.08 
sweet -1.93 0.39 5.95 
Health 
low-fat -7.11 -6.91 -12.96 
light 12.69 8.75 11.97 
vegetarian -4.77 -0.43 3.05 
healthy 13.77 12.25 12.23 
gluten-free -14.59 -13.66 -14.31 
 NONE -160.00 -199.80 -147.35 
Note: words with high positive utility scores across all three proteins were bolded indicating 




Customer evaluation and decision-making are primary business goals, particularly in 
the service industries. This study empirically examined the effect of word description 
categories as well as specific word rankings to better understand customers’ preferences.  
Practically, restaurant consumers assume risks by not being able to taste or physically 
inspect food products prior to consumption. Therefore, a major contribution of this study 
is to help restaurateurs understand consumers’ word preferences related to menu 
descriptions, thus providing guidance as to the most effective way to structure menu 
descriptions.  This understanding could help alleviate the perceived risks consumers 
assume when ordering meals.   
 
Additionally, the most frequently used words under each category reflect current 
industry practices, which may also be useful in menu writing. The results of this study 
allow for a comparison of industry practices with consumer preferences, ultimately 
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